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The Bolivian Revolution had such a huge impact on the government and society
as one of the most profound movements, in regards

to

social change, than any other country in Latin America since the Mexican Revolution

of

as a

whole. It has become known

1910. The revolution helped to lay the foundations of a twentieth-century society.
What was Bolivia like before the Revolution of 1952? Before the revolution,
o'One
consisted of the Indian population,
Bolivia was really split into two countries.

which made up three fourths of the nation, but which for all practical purposes played no
role in its civic life. The Indians spoke their own languages, worshiped (under

a

thin

veneer of Catholicism) their ancient gods, and in general had as little as possible to do

with the white man, the man from the city''(Alexander 1). Indian isolation occurred in
result to bitter past experiences. For many centuries, the aborigines had been fighting
against Spanish conquistadors, for the right of owning their land and their culture. Past
experience had taught the Indians that the best way to deal with it was to draw as little

attention as possible to themselves and to prevent the white man from knowing their real
thoughts.
Outside of the Indian territory lie the Bolivian cities of La Paz, Sucre, Potosi, and
other metropolitan areas. These areas wene where majority of the white man lived.

"Many of the whites were not really of pure-blooded European descent, but culturally and
at least in part racially they traced their roots to the Old World" (Alexander

2).

cities were the beginnings of modern industry developments after World War

These

I.

The

the primary and
cities were where political life of Bolivia took place and where
was the language of most
secondary schools and universities were located. Spanish

of

the people of these cities.

white
So what connection was there between the Indians and the

men? The link

mining camps'
between the white civilization and the traditional Indian one was the

It

enterprises, which
was here that the tin industry developed and helped bring modern

in

of Indians,
turn used relatively up-to-date methods. This brought about large amounts
who came to know the Spanish and became acquainted with the very beginnings

of

modern technologY.
The Indians were the first group to become unhappy with the way things were'

work
The Indians joined together in their trade unions and began to demand for better
conditions. It was the demand that helped to make their voices heard on a more national

level. All in all, it was the miners who became the core leaders of this revolutionary
movement.

An armed indigenous movement emerged in the early twentieth century that
fought to defend their lands and cultural traditions. They brought about violent uprisings,

suchasthe

l92l AymaraRekllionandtheChayantaRebellion of lgTT,whichtogether

mobilized thousands of peasants. "This rural ferment, further complicated by growing
worker unrest in the mines, factories, and urban centers, where a nascent women's
movement also became active, led to greater collaboration among army, landed oligarchs,
and their foreign allies" (Keen

& Haynes 395). This, along with the results of the Chaco

War, economic depression, and growing domination of foreign mining companies

combined to cut offmiddle class support for successive military dictatorships, which had
dominated Bolivian politics pre- 1940.

ln l942,the army staged a massacre in Catavi

against unarmed striking miners

and their families. This became the last straw. "Fearing greater social unrest, the

mobilization of popular sectors, and its implications for their own power and property,
middle class activists organized the National Revolutionary Movement (lvtNR) and led a
massive protest that brought the reformist govemment of Gualberto Villaroel to power
the following year" (Keen & Haynes 396). Three years later Villaroel was assassinated

bringing on a six year stuggle. Victor Paz Estenssoro soon after led the MNR. The sixyear struggle helped the MNR mobilize the countryside and urban
began to play important roles during this

life. Women

also

time. The Women's Workers' Federation

(FOF) and the Barzolas (named after Maria Barzolawho was killed in the Catavi
massacre) played significant roles in organizing steet rallies, hunger strikes, and other

political protests.
Women, workers, and indigenous people became politically involved in hopes

of

making a difference. Women formed private charitable associations and international
organizations such as the Inter-American'W.omen's Commission (CIM) to fight for the

right to vote, for civil equality, indigenous rights, and education. Mineworkers demanded
nationalization of tin mines and workers' control in managing state owned mines. The
indigenous people were calling for land reform and cultural freedom. The government

finally nationalized the main tin mines and placed the mines under joint laborgovernment management. The downfall of this new regime brought about a decrease in
the tin industry, which only increased its economic problems. "Increasingly fearfrrl of the

lower classes' revolutionary demands for equality and social justice, and under stong
pressgre from the United States, which made

vitally needed economic aid to the

revolutionary government conditional on the adoption of conservative policies, the MNR
leadership gradually moved to the right" (Keen & Haynes 396)'
paz Estenssoro brought about many good and bad things to Bolivian government.
Some good contributions he made were the generous compensations directed to former

owners of mines, he brought about new foreign investrnent, an end to labor participation

in managing govemment tin companies, and welfare reduction benefits to miners. On the
downside of Estenssoro's government, he paid no attention to the rights proposed by
women and excluded leadership positions to them in the government. Not only the needs

of women did he abandon, but also the needs of the indigenous people.
The govemment has had its up and downs, but the main theme that runs though

this revolution is the constant conflict between radical workers, women, students, and
nationalist military on one side and a coalition of elite businessmen, wealthy politicians,
and conservative military on the other. The indigenous people remained passive after the

land reform, but later tensions resumed as a result to deteriorating economic conditions.
The National Revolution that took place sought to change ttre traditional pattern

of social, economic, and political relations in Bolivia. The indigenous people were not
being teated fairly at all and this revolution sought to make the Indian a citizen and to
acknowledge his land rights. All they cared about most was to be respected and be

recognized. There were fed up with getting their land taken away and in turn being
pushed

out. They, in all actuality, were the ones who established civilizatronon the land

first, before any Spanish even thought about aniving and disptaying their opinion on their
matter
The revolution hoped for the first time to make education available to the

aborigines. They believed they had as much a right as anyone else to get an education.
Those with an education were treated at a higher level than those without and it was these
educated people who were treated with great respect and authority. The revolution also
sought to "develop an economy which would be more balanced than the lopsided mining
and subsistence agricultural pattem which had hitherto predominated" (Alexander 3).

Getting the economy back on its feet was a huge goal during this revolution that would
help turn Bolivia around. Lastly, the revolution sought to use elections as a change from
the traditional Bolivian method of governing- the coup d'6tat.

All of this

change was not easy on the govemment. Bolivia has had the most

stable government in its history since 1952, but its revolutionary regime has faced

ngmerous crises. These crises have resulted in a downfall of govemment based on the
support of great amounts of people.
The mining industry alone, which provides mostly all of the country's foreign
exchange and was nationalized by the revolution, was having crises even before 1952.

Little to none was being done to start new sources of mineral and the percentage of ore in
the mineral being mined was rapidly decreasing. This situation grew with nationalization
and the withdrawal of all foreign technicians employed in the mining industry.

Agriculture was also a problem before the revolution. The part of the soil worked
by the Indian produced barely enough for his own survival. "That which he worked for
the landlord produced foodstuffs for the growing cities, but did not produce them in

sufficient quantities, so that for many years before 1952 Bolivia had been importing
needed food" (Alexander

3). This situation was only

made worse by the agrarian reform

policies of the revolutionary govemment because many of the new Indian farmers saw no
reason why they should produce any more grain or potatoes than what was needed

for

themselves. Basically, to sum it up: "Bolivia's problem in agriculture was largely one

f

social conditions, as well as a matter of under-investment, low productivity, and
inadequate methods and techniques" (Zondag 144). Methods for cultivation were not

modified for centuries resulting in very high labor intensity.

lnflation, like agriculture, had also started before the revolution. The boliviano,
also known as the national currency, had been falling in exchange value that traces back

to before the Chaco War in the 1930s. Money was losing all value and the ongoing
existence of a legal rate of exchange brought on a "great deal of comrption and a

disjointed and completely unrealistic economic situation, particularly insofar as
manufacturing industries were concerned" (Alexander

4). Inflation had

such a highly

undesirable side effect that became seriously detrimental to the economy. "Because

of

the general impoverishment, which affected the urban population most, the living
standard of the middle class soon declined to that of the workers" (Zondag

57). As a

result to this, many of the more educated population began to leave the country. This
greatly effected Bolivia because there already was a low level of productivity.
The measures of the revolutionary government were promising new problems,

while also bringing forth opportunities in which the country had never seen before. The
approach of the Indians into the market for the first time threatened to create shortages

the future which in turn would leave a significant strain on the country's small foreign

in

a
exchange resources. However, this promised to create for the first time in Bolivia

market, which would offer a real base for economic development.
The success of the Revolution depended largely on urhether economic
development could come to achievement before the full impact of the new regime on
economic and social changes. A lot depended on whether the countY continued to
receive help from the United States and from international agencies of the United

Nations.
In conclusion, it has now become clear all the different aspects that went into the

Bolivian Revolution. The economy is what greatly effected this country and all its
citizens. Many people lost rights and did not have much say at all about how this was
effecting them, such as the women and the indigenous. Over the years since the
Revolution of l952,Bolivia's economy has increased. 'oFrom 1960 to 1964 there have
been a number of encouraging developments in the Bolivian economy, such as a 20

percent growth in manufacturing industry, a 50 percent increase in the output of cement,
a 23 percent

growth in agricultural production, and 100 percent in construction activity"

(Zondag2ll).
Even though Bolivia went through a lot during that time, they have been taking
measgres to build back up their economy. The Bolivian Revolution has become a very

historical event for this county, Iike any revolution would for a country. It is a
revolution that will be remembered and looked back on in ways to improve economy for
centuries.
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